‘We Were a Proud School’
The 1962 PHS Basketball Team and How They Won the State Title Fifty Years Ago
By Jack Toomey

Poolesville High School coach Robert Mowen had every reason to be confident as his boys’ basketball team took the court for its first practice in November 1961. His team had advanced to the state semifinal game two years before, and his 1960-1961 team had been respectable. As he looked at the group of players assembled in the tiny gym, he saw a promising group, some of whom had come up from the junior varsity team; Otho Thompson, Leonard Ramey, Louis Naylor, Edward Sewell, Robert Lawson, Danny Yates, Ronald Magaha, and Russell Burdette were some of Mowen’s key players. They were not tall; however, they were very fast. Mowen envisioned a fast-breaking and pressing team that could take advantage of Poolesville’s small gym that was only seventy feet long. Today, that Old Gym is used for physical education classes, but in the 1960s it was the only gym. At best, 150 spectators could fit into the gym before the fire marshal closed the doors.
In those days, schools with less than 200 students were grouped into the Class C division. Because there were very few Class C schools in the Washington area, Poolesville played the bigger Class A schools such as Whitman, Springbrook, Gaithersburg, and Einstein. They also traveled to play Harper’s Ferry High School, Brunswick, and other schools in Frederick County.
Bob Lawson recalled that none of the players actually lived in the town of Poolesville. All were from the surrounding communities of Jerusalem, Big Woods, Sellman, Dawsonville, or lived on farms. There were no playgrounds near Poolesville in those days where basketball players could hone their skills. Except for playing during PE classes or in the gym after school, athletes had no place to play basketball unless they put a hoop on the side of a barn. There were barely fifty boys in the eleventh and twelfth grades. In 1962, Poolesville had a graduating class of thirty-three students.
Leonard Ramey, a retired Montgomery County school teacher, was one of the leading scorers that year. He had attended the segregated schools until eleventh grade. He had never been exposed to basketball until junior high school. He described the team as “small but fast.” Coach Mowen was a “great coach who would help you understand. He told you what he wanted you to do and never tried to put a square peg in a round hole.” 
Ron Magaha, now a general contractor in the area, lived on a farm near Sellman. He said that he and his brother erected a basket on the side of their barn, and that the Ramey brothers would often come over and they would play basketball outside. Magaha had attended school in the old two-story Poolesville School that had a very small gym. When he advanced to ninth grade and the old building was demolished, today’s Old Gym became the new gym. He added that the team just “ran and ran, and most of our points were from layups.” Magaha recalled that Coach Mowen was a great inspiration. “We had tough times with integration coming in” but the black and white players blended well under Mowen’s guidance. Magaha also recalled that none of the players owned basketball shoes, so Mowen bought black Converse shoes for the team.
Mowen had come to Poolesville in 1953 quite by accident. He was living in Florida and took a trip to visit a relative at the Patuxent Naval Air Station. One day, he decided to take a drive and ended up in Rockville. He saw the Board of Education building and went in. He inquired about teaching jobs in the county and was given the name of the Poolesville principal. He interviewed and was hired on the spot. After being hired, he drove to Poolesville, and when he entered town, he saw no one except for an elderly gentleman sitting on the front porch of a store. He thought to himself, “What have I gotten myself into here?” He said that on the first day of basketball practice in 1953, he entered the small gym to find a line of boys dressed in white T-shirts, jeans, and heavy boots. He knew then that he had a hard task ahead. In his tenure at Poolesville, he coached every sport. In addition, he said, “I was a one-man operation. I coached, sold tickets, and swept the floor.” Mowen said, “I saw great potential in Poolesville, and when I finally left, I knew that I had succeeded.” Mowen, who is now eighty-five years old, lives in North Carolina. 
The team, whose mascot and nickname at the time were the Indians, started the 1961-1962 season by beating Middletown, 54-36. Ed Sewell and Otho Thompson led the scorers. In early January, the team traveled to the YMCA in Washington to play Woodward Prep. The boys easily handled the Prepsters, 45-32, and Sewell again led the scorers while Danny Yates added ten points. A week later, the Indians squeaked by Maryland School for the Deaf. Otho Thompson, who went on to be a successful attorney in Baltimore, led the way with twenty points. In February, the team beat Bullis, 53-41, and Leonard Ramey scored fourteen points. Later that week, the team traveled to Gaithersburg to avenge their only loss of the season. The Indians beat Gaithersburg, 61-56, and Sewell scored a game-high twenty-five points. In late February, the boys clinched a spot in the Class C playoffs by beating Springbrook. Magaha remembered that when Poolesville traveled to down county schools, opposing players would ask how their football team had done. The other teams did not realize that Poolesville was too small to have a football team. Poolesville didn’t field its first junior varsity football team until 1973.
By the time the playoffs started, the team was down to eight players due to various reasons. Mowen brought two players up from the junior varsity. They
 had finished the regular season with sixteen wins and only three losses. Mowen knew that all of his players would be needed because the playoff games would be played on much bigger basketball courts. 
On March 9, the team boarded a school bus and traveled to the University of Maryland. Most of the players had never seen Cole Field House before. Ramey said, “It was the biggest basketball arena that I had ever seen.” He recalled that Ed Sewell had a great deal of trouble when the team was warming up because they had never seen glass backboards before. When Sewell’s warm-up shots fell short of the basket, Mowen took him aside and encouraged him to concentrate on shooting from the side of the basket. Lawson said, “It was a big deal for us.” Magaha remarked that “it was the biggest thrill of my life.” Busloads of students and townspeople made the trip to College Park to support the team. 
Their first-round opponent was Emmitsburg High School. In a low-scoring affair, the Indians prevailed, 41-38. Lou Naylor’s two foul shots with seconds remaining sealed the win. 
Two days later, Poolesville faced Crisfield High from the Eastern Shore for the state title.

The Indians led, 17-11, after the first period and then went on a tear with fast-breaking tactics to lead, 32-15, at halftime. In the second half, they cruised and won the first state championship in school history, 67-47. Ramey said that the court was so big that it caused him to suffer from cramps for the first time. Naylor had twenty-four points in the championship game. The next day, the PTA hosted a big dinner for the team. Magaha recalled the feeling of winning a state championship. He said, “We were a proud, proud school, a proud, proud team.”
A few weeks later the Washington Post announced its All-Metropolitan and All-Maryland teams. Lou Naylor was selected as first team All-Maryland.

In the fall of 1962, an experienced squad took the court. Many of the same players from the year before were on the team, and with the addition of Eugene Hamilton and Ellsworth Naylor, the Indians had high expectations.

They cruised through the regular season beating schools such as Thurmont, Springbrook, Peary, Damascus, and Whitman. Poolesville was featured in a Washington Post headline story when they defeated the Longfellow School, 94-11. When the playoffs started, the Indians hosted Margaret Brendt High from the Eastern Shore. The team took advantage of their band box gym by routing the visitors, 102-41. 
Now accustomed to Cole Field House, the Indians recreated the magic from the year before by beating Robert Moten High, 67-64, in overtime. The coach of Moten admitted that his team had been worn down by the better-conditioned Poolesville team. Ed Sewell scored twenty-three points. They then prepared to face Garnett High School in the championship game. Using a fast breaking offense, the Indians cruised to a 99-77 victory and won their second consecutive state championship. Sewell led the way with thirty-four points, Ramey had twenty-four, and Otho Thompson scored twenty-two.
It has been fifty years since these young men brought home the state championship to a tiny town in northwest Montgomery County. The players are now in their sixties, but they are just as proud today as the night that they carried home the championship trophy to a very proud town.
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